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GRAPHICAL INTERFACE, METHOD, AND 

SYSTEM FOR THE PROVISION OF 
DIAGNOSTIC AND SUPPORT SERVICES IN 
A COMPUTER SYSTEM 

5 

TECHNICAL FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates in general to computer 
systems, and, more particularly, to a graphical interface, 
method, and system for the provision of diagnostic services 10 
in a computer system. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

With the proliferation of home and business computers, 
the provision of timely and efficient diagnostic, support, and 
maintenance services to computer users has become a criti- 
cal issue for manufacturers and sellers of computer systems. 
It is not uncommon for computer users, especially new users 
of computer systems, or experienced users attempting to add ^ 
or reconfigure existing computer systems, to experience 
difficulties with their computer systems. It is not uncommon 
for computer systems to freeze or hang. In other cases, a 
peripheral of the computer system, such as a hard drive, disk 
drive, or printer, may not function properly. In other cases, ^ 
the computer system may not recognize the peripheral. The 
solution to these sorts of problems may range from simply 
turning on power to the affected peripheral, reconnecting the 
affected peripheral, reconfiguring the computer system hard- 
ware or software, or installing a necessary software patch for 3Q 
the affected peripheral. 

To diagnose and correct a computer system problem, 
computer users typically have had to consult user's manuals 
that were included with the purchase of the computer system 
or peripheral. These manuals typically include troubleshoot- 35 
ing tables or guides that attempt to diagnose a user's 
problem on the basis of symptoms recognized by the user. 
The effectiveness of the user's manual in assisting the users 
in identifying and correcting the problems encountered 
depends in large part on the skill of the computer user and 40 
the clarity and completeness of the user's manual. An 
inexperienced computer user may have difficulty in locating 
the source of the problem and in following the often con- 
fusing instructions in the user's manual. Moreover, user's 
manuals are often deficient in that they do not address every 45 
difficulty encountered by the user. 

As an alternative or in addition to consulting a user's 
manual, a user experiencing difficulty with a computer 
system may consult diagnostic and support software stored 
locally on the computer system. The effectiveness of locally 50 
stored diagnostic software is limited in that the software 
programs generally display text files that have information 
similar to that found in user's manuals. As a result, computer 
users attempting to diagnose computer system problems 
through locally stored software programs face limitations 55 
similar to those faced by users attempting to diagnose 
computer system problems through a user's manual. 

As another alternative, personal computer users may have 
access to a computer support or help line. A computer 
support or help line requires that the user contact a computer 60 
support specialist at a central site. The computer support 
specialist will listen to the user's symptoms and attempt to 
diagnose the problem. This process often involves the com- 
puter support specialist stepping the user through a series of 
diagnostic tests. If appropriate, the computer support spe- 65 
cialist may provide the user with instructions or tips for 
correcting the problem. The effectiveness of interpersonal 
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diagnostic and support services of this sort depends in large 
part on the skill of the computer user being assisted. Regard- 
less of the skill and knowledge of the computer support 
specialist, the computer user will nevertheless have to 
describe correctly the problem being experienced, assist the 
computer support specialist in diagnosing the problem, and 
perform the fix or correction suggested by the computer 
support specialist. 

Another drawback of computer support lines is that they 
are often overused. Computer users that are experiencing 
trivial or easily correctable problems will contact a computer 
specialist to resolve the problem. Often the problems are 
relatively simple and are sometimes corrected by simply 
applying power to the computer or affected peripheral. Calls 
regarding such easily correctable problems to the computer 
support help line unnecessarily clog the phone lines with 
problems that could be corrected locally. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

In view of the difficulties of known diagnosis and support 
systems for computer users, a need has arisen for a system 
that provides a method and system for providing diagnostic 
services to computer users that involves the use of a 
clickable, graphical representation of a computer system. 
When a user seeks diagnostic and support services from the 
computer systems, the method and system of the present 
invention displays for the user a graphical representation of 
a computer system. The user may click a component of the 
computer system that is represented by a graphical compo- 
nent of the graphical representation of the computer system. 
Once the user identifies the component of the computer 
system that is experiencing problems, the method and sys- 
tem of the present inventions performs diagnostic services 
on the clicked component. The diagnostic services may 
include an analysis of the software driver of the clicked 
component and the diagnostic testing of the clicked com- 
ponent. The diagnostic program of the present invention 
may also access online support services to permit the user to 
access the most recent update of the software driver for the 
clicked component or to permit the user to communicate 
with a diagnostic support specialist, who may direct the 
downloading of diagnostic tools or the execution of diag- 
nostic tools from a location remote from the computer 
system. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

A more complete understanding of the present invention 
and advantages thereof may be acquired by referring to the 
following description taken in conjunction with the accom- 
panying drawings, in which like reference numbers indicate 
like features, and wherein: 

FIG. la, FIG. 16, and FIG. lc are flow diagrams of the 
diagnostic and support system described herein; 

FIG. 2 is a depiction of a clickable graphical representa- 
tion of a computer system; and 

FIG. 3 is a flow diagram of online diagnostic services. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

When a computer user is experiencing difficulty with a 
computer system, the computer user can initiate a diagnostic 
and support system by initiating a software application that 
resides on the computer system or is accessible to the 
computer system through a network connection. FIG. la and 
following figures are a flow diagram of the steps the diag- 
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noslic and support system described herein. In step 102 of component in the list of components at 204 lo indicate the 

FIG. la, the computer user initiates the diagnostic applica- component that is experiencing difficulty, 

tion. In one embodiment of the diagnostic and support After the user has clicked on the troubled component at 

system, the diagnostic application resides on user's desktop. step 106, the diagnostic application performs an identifica- 

In this manner, the diagnostic application is visible and 5 tian test on the drivers for the clicked component at step 108. 

readily accessible by the user at all times. The user may also As part of the driver identification test, the diagnostic 

initiate the diagnostic application by pressing a service application determines whether the software driver for the 

button. The service button is a physical button on housing of clicked component is correctly installed in the computer 

the computer system. The service button is visible and easily system. In some instances, the software driver may not be 

accessible to the user, providing to the user a visible and 1Q found in the computer system or the software driver may be 

readily accessible means of accessing the diagnostic appli- incorrectly or incompletely installed in the computer system, 

cation. As part of the driver identification test, the diagnostic 

As an alternative to having the diagnostic application application also determines if the software driver installed in 

reside locally on the computer system, the diagnostic pro- the computer system is the most current software driver for 

gram may be stored on a network that may be accessed by 15 the computer system. To accomplish this element of the 

the user. One example of a network that may be easily driver identification test, the diagnostic application accesses 

accessed by a user would include a diagnostic web site that the Internet via the computer user's web browser and 

is maintained by the computer manufacturer. In such a case, Internet service provider. Once the user gains access to the 

when the icon representing the diagnostic application is Internet, the diagnostic application accesses a database and 

double-clicked or set to run, a program stored locally on the 20 web site maintained by the computer manufacturer that 

computer system initiates the user's Internet service pro- identifies the most recent software driver for a particular 

vider and attempts to log the user onto the web site where the hardware component or peripheral of the computer system, 

diagnostic application is maintained. Once the user reaches Recent software drivers may contain bug fixes that will 

the computer manufacturer's diagnostic web site, the user correct the problem being experienced by the user, 

may initiate the diagnostic application. 25 At step 110, it is determined whether the software drivers 

At step 104, after the diagnostic application has been have passed the driver identification test of step 108, i.e., 

initiated, a graphical representation of a computer system is whether the most recent version of the software driver for 

displayed. A sample of the graphical representation of the the clicked component is correctly installed. If software 

computer system is shown at 202 in FIG. 2. The user is drivers for the clicked component pass the identification test, 

instructed to click on the component that needs to be 39 the diagnostic application runs a component-specific diag- 

addressed by the diagnostic application. The graphical rep- nostic tool on the clicked component at step 112. The 

resentation 202 of FIG. 2 depicts a computer system having component-specific diagnostic tool of the diagnostic appli- 

a modem and Internet connection, printer, monitor, cation will perform a series of tests to evaluate whether the 

keyboard, mouse, CD-ROM, and DVD player. Graphical component is operating correctly. The component-specific 

representation 202 also depicts the console of the computer 35 diagnostic tool may be stored locally on the computer 

system, which houses the CPU, memory, and hard drive of system as part of the diagnostic application. Alternatively, 

the computer system. The graphical representation of the the component-specific diagnostic tool may be stored 

computer system may be changed to include other compo- remotely on a network that is accessible via an Internet 

nents not shown on the graphical representation 202, includ- connection. According to this alternative, the diagnostic 

ing Universal Serial Bus connections, scanners, digital 40 application may retrieve the component-specific diagnostic 

cameras, or other components. tool by accessing the Internet through the user's web 

In presenting the graphical representation 202 of the browser and Internet service provider. When the component- 
user's computer system, the diagnostic application may specific diagnostic tool is maintained on a remote network, 
display a representative computer system that includes the the diagnostic tool may be updated to account for changes in 
types of compo nents that are standard on a computer system, 45 software drivers for the clicked component. Component- 
i.e., without reference to the particular components of the specific diagnostic tools that are stored remotely from the 
user's computer system. Alternatively, the diagnostic appli- diagnostic application may be updated to reflect the most 
cation may search a directory of components of the com- recent understanding of the operation of the user's computer 
puter system and display the components that are currently system or the operation of the clicked component. The 
installed on the user's computer system. Additionally, the 50 component-specific diagnostic tool of the diagnostic appli - 
user may be prompted to add or remove components from cation will perform a series of tests to evaluate whether the 
the graphical representation shown to better reflect the user's component is operating correctly. 

understanding of components installed or thought to be The diagnostic application is also capable of combining 

installed on the computer system. multiple component-specific diagnostic tests to evaluate 

The graphical representation 202 of the user's computer 55 more thoroughly the performance of a clicked component or 

system is comprised of multiple clickable graphical related components. As an example, a computer system may 

elements, such as the modem and Internet connection, include a Universal Serial Bus that is coupled to a printer. If 

printer, monitor, keyboard, mouse, CD-ROM, and DVD the user is experiencing difficulties with the printer, the user 

player. At step 106, the user is instructed by the diagnostic may click on the graphical representation of the printer. The 

application to click on the component of the graphical 60 diagnostic application will run a component -specific diag- 

representation that is experiencing trouble. As such, if the nostic test on both the printer and the Universal Serial Bus. 

user is experiencing trouble with the DVD player, the user The diagnostic application may also run a component - 

clicks on the DVD player in the graphical representation 202 specific diagnostic test that is directed specifically to the 

of the user's computer system. FIG. 2 also depicts a click- connection of a Universal Serial Bus lo a printer. In this 

able listing of the components of the computer system. As an 65 manner, the diagnostic application may run a diagnostic test 

alternative to clicking on the graphical representation of the on more than one component and on the interconnection 

computer system, the user may click on the name of the between discrete components. Thus, with a single click of 
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the mouse by the user, the diagnostic application can evalu- service specialist. Once the user enters the query, the diag- 

ate the clicked component, components integrated with or nostic application will package the query as an electronic 

connected to the clicked component, and the interconnection transmission to the computer manufacturer's support spe- 

of the integrated components. If the cause of the problem cialists. The user will be prompted to initiate the computer 

experienced by the user is the Universal Serial Bus, the s system's Internet connection or the diagnostic application 

diagnostic application will locate the problem even though will automatically access the Internet over the computer 

the user clicked on the printer rather than the Universal system's Internet service provider. The query is transmitted 

Serial Bus. Thus, the diagnostic application is able to test 0 ver the Internet in the same manner as an electronic mail 

aspects of the computer system that cannot be easily tested transmission. Along with the query, the transmission may 

by a relatively unsophisticated user. 1Q contain the computer S y Stem 's serial or unique identification 

At step 114, it is determined whether all tested compo- number, model number, and a listing of the hardware and 
nents passed the diagnostic test. If a tested component did software components installed on the computer system. The 
not pass the diagnostic test, the diagnostic application transmission will also contain a history record of the corn- 
attempts to repair the failed component locally at step 116 of ponents clicked by the user and the diagnostic tools initiated 
FIG. lb. The repair attempt by the diagnostic application 15 by the user. Once the query reaches the computer manufac- 
may consist of reinstalling a software driver or resetting a hirer's assisted service specialists, the query is routed among 
failed component. The diagnostic application may also the assisted service specialist to a specialist who has expe- 
present the user with options for performing a local repair of rience with the component experiencing the problem or with 
the problem being experienced by the user. If the diagnostic the type of computer system that is experiencing the prob- 
application is unable to repair the problem locally, the steps 20 lem. To take advantage of the assisted service tool of FIG. 
suggested to the user may include recycling the software 3, the user must have an Internet connection, 
drivers for the failed component, powering off and on the Qnce the assisted service specialist receives the user's 
failed component, or rebooting the computer system. Fol- que ry, the assisted service representative provides written 
lowing the local repair attempt, it is determined at step 118 a dvice at step 308 to the user to resolve the user's problem 
whether the local repair attempt was successful. The diag- 25 w i th tne computer system and the clicked component. The 
nostic application may query the user to determine whether assisted service specialist's written comments to the user are 
the clicked component is operating correctly or to verify that a is 0 transmitted by electronic mail to the user. The electronic 
the clicked component has been repaired. transmission from the assisted service specialist is displayed 
■ If the foregoing steps do not repair the problem locally, to the user by the diagnostic application or forwarded to the 
the user is presented at step 120 with a series of diagnostic 30 user's electronic mail inbox. The user and assisted service 
options for diagnosing and repairing the problem experi- specialist may continue to exchange written comments and 
enced by the clicked component. First, the user is presented questions until the user resolves the problem with the 
with a series of frequently asked diagnostic questions assistance of the assisted service specialist. The assisted 
regarding the operation of the clicked component. The user service specialist may also direct the user to archived web 
is also presented with the option of accessing a more detailed 35 pages describing the user's problems and options for cor-, 
technical description of the operation of the clicked com- reeling the problem. As an alternative, the assisted service 
ponent. The technical details are presented in the form of specialist may give the user his or her telephone number and 
text screens' that describe the component and the diagnostic extension so that the user and specialist can speak by 
tests performed on the component. telephone regarding the problem experienced by the user. c 

As another repair option at step 120, the user is presented 40 The assisted service specialist is also able to direct that a 

with online diagnostic options. The online diagnostic component-specific diagnostic tool be run on the user's 

options of step 120 require an Internet connection. If the user computer. By communicating with the user, the assisted 

chooses to access the options, a diagnostic web site is service specialist may be able to better identify the source of 

accessed through the user's browser and Internet service me problem being experienced by the user. For example, if 

provider. One Internet service option involves the user 45 the assisted service specialist can delect from the user's 

accessing a diagnostic web site maintained by the computer comments that the fault may exist in the Universal Serial 

manufacturer. The user is able to enter a question or key Bus, the assisted service specialist may remotely run a 

words in a dialog box on the web site. A search is then diagnostic application that will attempt to identify and repair 

performed of archived pages that most closely match the the Universal Serial Bus. The component-specific diagnostic 

question or key words identified by the user. These archived 50 tool selected by the assisted service specialist may reside 

pages may include updates on the operation of the clicked and execute from a location that is remote from the personal 

component and components commonly coupled to or inte- computer system under diagnosis. As an alternative, the 

grated with the clicked component. The archived pages may component-specific diagnostic tool selected by the assisted 

also include archived pages displaying general diagnostic service specialist may be downloaded at the direction of the 

operation on the computer system or the clicked component. 55 assisted service specialist from the assisted service web site 

According to this online diagnostic option, the user can to the computer system under diagnosis. Once downloaded, 

access, through the computer manufacturer's diagnostic web the diagnostic tool may execute from the computer system 

site, the most recent updates and other archived pages under diagnosis. The assisted service specialist may have 

regarding the operation of the clicked component. access to diagnostic tools and applications that do not exist 

Another online diagnostic option provided to the user is 60 in the diagnostic application that resides locally in the 
the assisted service option. A flow diagram of the assisted computer system of the user. Because of the ability of the 
service option is shown in FIG. 3. At step 302, the user assisted service specialist to transmit diagnostic tools from 
initiates the assisted service option from the diagnostic a remote location, the specialist has much greater flexibility 
application. At step 304, the user is presented with a dialog in identifying the problem being suffered by the user's 
box for typing a query or other information to be submitted 65 computer system and correcting the problem. In this manner, 
to an assisted service specialist. After the user enters the the diagnostic application that resides on the user's corn- 
query, the query is submitted at step 306 to an assisted puter system is supplemented by diagnostic tools that may 
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be accessed by an assisted service specialist for diagnosing 
and correcting problems experienced on the user's computer 
system. 

Returning to step 114 of FIG. la, if the clicked component 
passes the component-specific diagnostic test, the user is 5 
presented with the series of diagnostic options of step 120 
discussed above, including the presentation of frequently 
asked questions, detailed technical discussion, and online 
assistance options. The frequently asked questions may be 
tailored to reflect that the clicked component has passed both 10 
the software driver identification test of step 110 and the 
clicked component test of step 114. 

At step 110 of FIG. la, the diagnostic application deter- 
mined whether the software driver identification test was 
successful for the clicked component. If the software driver 15 
identification test failed, the diagnostic application, at step 
124 of FIG. lc, attempts to perform a local repair of the 
deficient software. The software identification test may fail 
for several reasons. For example, the necessary software 
driver may not be found on the user's computer system or 20 
the software driver may be incorrectly installed or incom- 
pletely installed. The local repair attempt by the diagnostic 
application may involve the automatic reinstallation of the 
software driver and the rebooting of the computer system. At 
step 126, it is determined whether the local repair attempt 25 
corrected the problem experienced by the user. As an option, 
the diagnostic application may ask the user to verify that the 
problem being experienced by the user has been repaired. If 
the diagnostic application does not correct the problem 
experienced by the user locally, the user is presented with 30 
the series of diagnostic options of step 120 discussed above, 
including the presentation of frequently asked questions, 
detailed technical discussion, and online assistance options. 

The diagnostic application of the present invention is one 35 
that allows the user to access diagnostic support options by 
clicking on a graphical representation of a computer system. 
In this manner, the user is able to direct a detailed, compre- 
hensive diagnostic application through a user-friendly inter- 
face. The graphical interface presented by the diagnostic 4Q 
application is novel in that it allows the user to plainly 
identify the component experienced difficulty. The user is 
able to initiate a diagnostic application with the tool that may 
be familiar to the user. The diagnostic application then 
proceeds to perform diagnostic tasks on the component 45 
identified by the user. The diagnostic application is particu- 
larly effective for less sophisticated users, who are able to 
identify a component by clicking a mouse, but are less 
comfortable in troubleshooting computer problems by read- 
ing and digesting sometimes detailed and confusing trouble- 5Q 
shooting guides in user's manuals or computer-generated 
text files. 

Although the present invention has been described in 
detail, it should be understood that various changes, 
substitutions, and alterations can be made thereto without 55 
departing from the spirit and scope of the invention as 
defined by the appended claims. 

What is claimed is: 

1, A method for performing diagnostic services on a 
computer system, comprising the steps of: 60 
identifying the components of the computer system; 



presenting for the computer user a graphical representa- 
tion of the components identified as being components 
of the computer system; 

presenting to the user the option of adding or deleting 
components from the graphical representation of the 
computer system; 

receiving from the user an input in the form of a mouse 
click that identifies the component of the computer 
system that requires diagnostic services; and 

performing diagnostics services on the component iden- 
tified by the user. 

2. A method for providing diagnostic and repair services 
to a computer system of a computer user through an online 
connection to a remote diagnostic specialist, comprising the 
steps of: 

receiving through an online connection at the remote 
location of the remote diagnostic specialist an elec- 
tronic message from the computer user, the electronic 
message including a history record of local diagnostic 
tools accessed by the computer user, wherein the his- 
tory record of local diagnostic tools accessed by the 
computer user includes a record of the graphical com- 
ponents of a graphical representation of the computer 
system that have been identified by the user during 
execution of a local diagnostic application; 

receiving through an online connection at the location of 
the computer system a diagnostic tool from the remote 
diagnostic specialist; and 

executing the diagnostic tool at the location of the com- 
puter user. 

3. The method providing diagnostic and repair services of 
claim 2, wherein the graphical components of the graphical 
representation of the computer system were identified by the 
user by a mouse click. 

4. A method for providing diagnostic and repair services 
to a computer system of a computer user through an online 
connection to a remote diagnostic specialist, comprising the 
steps of: 

receiving through an online connection at the remote 
location of the remote diagnostic specialist an elec- 
tronic message from the computer user, the electronic 
message including a history record of local diagnostic 
tools accessed by the computer user, wherein the his- 
tory record of local diagnostic tools accessed by the 
computer user includes a record of the graphical com- 
ponents of a graphical representation of the computer 
system that have been identified by the user during 
execution of a local diagnostic application; and 

running at a location remote from the computer system a 
diagnostic tool to provide diagnostic services to the 
computer system, the diagnostic tool transmitting and 
receiving data from the computer system through an 
online connection. 

5. The method providing diagnostic and repair services of 
claim 4, wherein the graphical components of the graphical 
representation of the computer system were identified by the 
user by a mouse click. 
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